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environmental	NGOs	 and	 the	 scientific	
community	have	stressed	the	idea	of	glo-




layer,	 and	 degradation	 of	 the	marine	
environment	 (Wood	 2000,	 3).	 Ecolo-
gists	declared	that	species	extinction	has	
greatly	increased	due	to	human	activities	
the Convention on biological 
Diversity or the international 
construction of a contentious 
global common1
and	 interventions	 into	 the	nature.	This	
was	portrayed	dramatically	as	 the	 ‘sixth	
mass	 extinction’	 of	 life	 forms	 in	Earth	
(Wilson	 cited	 in	 Boisvert	 and	Vivien	
2005:	463).	
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bility	for	addressing	the	problems	–	even	
if	 its	manifestation	was	 highly	 localized	
–	should	be	borne	by	the	global	commu-
nity’	(Wood	2000,	3).	In	this	perspective,	
local	 environmental	 problems	 are	 pre-
































The	 underlying	 terms	 of	 the	CBD	
are	 those	 of	 ‘ecological	modernisation’,	
expressed	by	Hajer	(1995).	They	are	the	
expression	 of	 different	 state	 and	 non-
state	actors	with	a	wide	array	of	different	
interests	 and	 ideological,	 political	 and	
economic	 commitments	 in	 the	 global	
economy	 that	 claim	 to	 have	 authority	
over	 the	 global	 commons.	 Such	 actors	
are	 industrialised	 states,	 states	 ‘rich’	 in	
biodiversity	 or	 so-called	megadiverse,	
environmental	NGOs,	 scientific	 com-
munities,	 biotechnological	 and	 natural	
resource-based	industries,	indigenous	and	
local	 communities,	 among	 others.	The	
big	 failure	 of	 ecological	modernisation	
as	an	environmental	discourse	 is	 that	 it	
‘does	not	 call	 for	 any	 structural	 change	
but	 is,	 in	 this	 respect,	 basically	 a	mod-
ernist	and	technocratic	approach	to	the	
environment	 that	 suggests	 that	 there	 is	
a	techno-institutional	fix	for	the	present	
problems.’	(Hajer	1995:	32)
This	 essay	 is	 a	 critique	 of	 the	 con-
struction	of	 the	concept	of	global	 com-
mons,	which	 fits	 into	 the	 discourse	 of	
ecological	modernisation,	 by	 using	 the	
example	 of	 biodiversity	 and	 the	Con-
vention	 on	 Biological	 Diversity.	The	
understanding	of	biological	diversity	as	a	
global	common	is	very	problematic	and	
supposes,	 with	 dubious	 assumptions,	
to	have	a	solution	of	the	environmental	
problems	 through	 the	 commoditization	
of	biological	resources.	In	order	to	do	so,	
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a	legal	international	framework	has	been	
created.	The	Convention	 on	Biological	




some	 actors	 gain	 power	 and	 authority;	
and	 ii)	 facilitate	 the	 recognition	of	bio-
logical	 and	 genetic	material	 as	 valuable	

















on	 environmental	 issues.	This	 has	 been	
notoriously	the	case	of	the	last	decade.	















economics	 discussions	 on	 conservation	
were	 attached	 to	 the	 debate.	 ‘The	 new	




in	 the	 1980s	 and	 its	material-scientific	
realization-	 the	 new	 technical	 possibili-
ties	through	genetic	engineering.’	(1998:	












the	 biodiversity	 discourse	 is	 dominated	




to	 an	 inadequate	management	 of	 these	
resources	 from	developing	 countries.	 In	
words	of	Swanson	(1997):









‘(…)	 the	 problem	 remains	 that	 developing	
countries	 do	not	 see	 these	 [biological	 resources]	
to	 be	 resources	 on	which	 to	 build	 a	 developed	







genetic	 resources	was	 ‘presented	 as	 the	
pragmatic	 solution	 to	 biodiversity	 con-















‘global	 commons’	 and	 its	 components?	
































problems	 are	 problems	 of	 the	 property	
structure	 is	 recurrent	when	global	 com-
mons	are	mentioned.	According	to	Görg	
and	Brand,	 ‘is	 the	 view	 of	 the	market	
radicals	 that	 the	 problems	 connected	
with	 the	 loss	 of	 diversity	 are	 caused	 by	
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imperfect	 or	 politically	 distorted	 price	
formation’	(2000:	380)	based	on	a	model	
with	 problematic	 suppositions:	 ‘first,	
the	 assumption	 that	 biodiversity	 in	 fact	
does	not	belong	to	anybody;	and	second,	
the	 allegation	 that	 it	 is	 being	destroyed	
because	 it	does	not	belong	 to	anybody.’	
(2000:	 381).	This	 is	 an	 expression	 of	








a. Environmental problems are global
b. At the centre of environmental    
 problems are the property rights over  
 nature and/or the lack of   
 management and inappropriate use  
 of natural resources
c. It is necessary to develop a ‘global   
science’ and count on ‘global experts’ 
d. Global institutions are required
The world is portrayed as highly interconnected 
and local impacts to the environment have also 
global consequences.
Different perspectives nurture these ideas. 
One that is rooted in utilitarian tradition and 
the idea of the ‘tragedy of the commons’ 
that considers that open access regimes to 
natural resources encourage their depletion 
and thus, private rights regimes or strong state 
interventions are needed. Other, encouraged 
by developing experts and ‘global resource 
managers’ (international development 
organisations, northern states think-tanks, 
international NGOs, etc.) propose a centralised 
management of resources, for example through 
international agreements.
Certain knowledge is privileged over other 
and it is assumed that science is independent, 
progressive, value-free and all-knowing. The 
‘local’ is a site for data collection and the 
‘global’ is a site for knowledge production and 
dissemination.
For instance, the creation of multilateral 
environmental agreements, the involvement 
of the UN and its agencies, the participation 
of financial institutions and the creation of 
international environmental founds, is necessary.
table 1. story-lines of the global commons
Source:	author	based	on	Goldman	1998:	1-53.
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to	 conserve	 it	 (Kiss	 and	 Shelton	 2004:	
34).	 In	 the	 same	 vein,	 the	 preamble	 of	
the	Convention	stresses	 ‘the	importance	
of	biological	diversity	 for	evolution	and	
for	maintaining	 life	 sustaining	 systems	
in	 the	 biosphere’.	However,	 originally	























of	mankind.’	 (Miller	 1998:	 181).	The	
objectives	 of	 the	Convention	 and	 the	
statement	about	sovereignty,	all	together,	







activities)	 but	 in	monetary	 and	market	
values	 (sustainable	 use)	 and;	 the	 distri-
bution	of	 benefits	 of	 the	 use	 of	 genetic	
















be	 considered	 as	 a	 centralising	 effort	 to	
regulate	 the	public	policies	 related	with	
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for	 production	 and	 those	 set	 aside	 for	
a	 diversity	 of	 other	 functions	 (research	
and	development,	recreation	and	leisure,	







sovereignty	 and	 global	 authority	 in	 the	
context	of	the	CBD.
the signifiCanCe of the 

























fish	 catch.’	 (IWCO	cited	 in	Sand	2004:	








main	 sovereignty	 concern	was	 from	 the	
developing	countries	that	considered	that	
the	 conditions	 of	 ‘free-access’	 in	which	
many	northern-based	industries	use	their	
biodiversity	was	not	equal.	In	this	sense,	
the	 gain	 in	 sovereignty	was	 particularly	
important	for	countries	with	high	levels	
of	biodiversity,	which	in	a	great	majority	
are	 developing	 countries.	 As	 described	
by	Conca,	authority	over	 the	control	of	











particularly	 so	 for	much	of	 the	South,	given	 the	















2006:	 1).	 In	 addition,	 the	 facilitation	
of	 transfer	 of	 technology	 is	 stressed	 in	
the	Convention	 (Article	 16).	 In	 similar	
terms,	it	should	be	noted	that	the	Article	
15	also	implies	‘(…)	to	create	conditions	



















of	 biotechnology	might	 threaten	 their	
commercial	 interests.’	 (various	 authors	
cited	in	McAfee	2003:	211).	Now,	more	
than	a	decade	after	 the	 signature	of	 the	
CDB,	 it	 is	 evident	 that	 coalitions	of	 in-
dustrialised	 countries	 and	 transnational	
corporations	 gain	 power	 and	 authority	













Contrary	 to	 expectations,	 ‘the	 (…)	
“green	 gold”	 rush	 did	 not	 take	 place	
and	 the	 timelines	of	basing	biodiversity	
conservation	 policies	 on	 a	 contractual	
approach	 as	 initially	 planned	 should	 be	
reconsidered.’	 (Koo	 and	Wight	 cited	 in	
Boisvert	and	Vivien	2005:	466).	Different	
reasons	explained	why	this	‘promise’	have	






the	 plants	 of	 Southern	 countries	 in	 the	
last	 decade	 (2005:	 467).	Moreover,	 the	
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play-ground	of	the	CBD	makes	develop-
ing	countries	and	communities	who	hold	
valuable	 genetic	 resources	 to	 compete	

















and	 legal	 frameworks	 as	well	 as	 techni-
cal	 capacities	 to	 operate	 nationally	 the	
mandates	of	the	CDB	in	many	develop-












tion	 of	 political	 efforts	 to	 regulate	 the	
global	 environmental	 problem	 of	 “loss	
of	 biodiversity”	 on	 the	management	 of	
the	 global	 commons,	 traditional	 forms	
of	use	and	claims	are	ignored	or	even	ac-
cused	 of	 contributing	 to	 the	 erosion	 of	
diversity.’	(Görg	and	Brand	2000:	384).	
This	appears	to	be	a	paradox,	because	the	
CBD	and	 its	Decisions	 recognize	 other	
values	of	biodiversity	and	ways	of	living	
from	 locals	 and	encourage	governments	





always	 recognise	 this	 authority	 or	 that	
have	conflict	situations	unresolved.	
All	 the	 circumstances	mentioned	
above	 illustrate	 how	 sovereignty	 is	 ex-
tended	‘on	the	paper’	but	the	reality	con-
straints	its	exercise.	In	this	respect,	Conca	







power	 over	 civil	 society.’	 (1994:	 707).	
Therefore,	 ‘sovereignty	 demands	 ‘some	
minimal	level	of	social	recognition	of	the	
state’s	 legitimacy’	 as	well	 as	 ‘a	 complex	
bundle	of	state	capabilities.’	(1994:	707).	
Thus,	sovereignty	should	be	understood	
dynamically:	 ‘(…)	we	 cannot	 describe	
in	 universal	 terms	 either	 the	 processes	
rendering	states	sovereign	or	 the	way	 in	
which	they	may	be	changing	as	a	result	of	








actors	 and	 international	 organisations	
gained	 authority	 and	 influence	 with	
the	 global	 commons	 and	 biodiversity	
discourse.	The	 issue	 of	 conservation	 of	
biological	 resources	was	 tackled	 by	 en-
vironmental	NGOs	since	the	1950s	and	



























resources	 and	 the	 commodification	 of	
biodiversity.	Thus,	 the	Convention	 on	
Biological	Diversity	can	be	understood	as	
an	attempt	 to	 re-shape	state	 sovereignty	
and	 global	 authority	 over	 the	multiple	
forms	of	biological	resources,	and	facilitate	
the	 recognition	 and	 valuation	 of	 these	
resources	for	a	wider	 incorporation	into	
the	global	economy.	The	CDB	set	a	mix	
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